Abstract. Integration of young people into the labour market is an issue of a high priority. The youth unemployment problem has explicit links to the vocational education and training (VET) system. Since 2009 there is an ongoing reform in the Latvian VET system. In this respect also the role of local governments increases. The paper addresses the issue of introducing innovative approaches in the Latvian VET system. The aim of the study is to estimate the overall readiness of public administrations to implement VET reforms within regional economic development in the context of the EU and national strategic priorities.
I. INTRODUCTION
Integration of young people into the labour market is an issue of critically high priority in the entire European Union (EU) and in Latvia, too. The youth unemployment level in Latvia was as high as 28 .4% according to EUROSTAT data in 2012. Education and training, as well as the first job experience for young people are considered to be crucial to start their employment career. Getting off to a good start facilitates youth integration into the world of work and lays the foundation for a good career, while it can be difficult to catch up after an initial failure [40] . The public administrations need to seek solutions at both national and regional level in order to address the problem in a systemic manner [4] . The importance of this issue is strongly emphasized in the EU and member states` national strategic planning documents, e.g. flagship initiative of the EU-2020 strategy Youth on the Move -a comprehensive package of policy initiatives on education and employment for young people in Europe. Narrowing down to ministries, active labour market policy measures by the Latvian Ministry of Welfare are set to promote youth employment and to provide opportunities to young unemployed. The issues have also been studied worldwide in academic research [32] , [6] , [47] where the findings could be useful for policy makers on different aspects including regional development [9] , [7] , development of different branches of national economies [34] . Experience of decades (thirty years) in changing of approaches [33] and different fields [18] in vocational education have been observed in academic research. Quality assurance has great importance in vocational education [19] as well as the issues of employability [21] , on aspects of importance and different approaches of cooperation of vocational schools and industry [22] .
The youth unemployment problem has explicit links to the vocational education and training (VET) system within which lower and medium qualification specialists are prepared for the labour market [42] . Since 2009 there is an ongoing reform in the Latvian VET system aiming at training workforce in compliance with the labour market needs and economic development trends. A current proposed innovation is the adaption of dual system elements for piloting work-based learning approaches in cooperation with local employers. Recent research indicates the presence of the multifaceted relationship between the actual learning environment and its capability to educate skilled workforce, linking it to the ability to get involved in the innovation process [39] . During the recent years, the European Commission has carried out the analysis of the involvement of the Member States in work-based learning, pointing out the differences in the approaches of the Member States and the effectiveness of various solutions [16] .
The paper addresses the issue of introducing work-based learning elements in the Latvian VET system by studying the opinions of entrepreneurs regarding the feasibility and usefulness of the approach. The aim of the study is to estimate the overall readiness of entrepreneurs to implement VET reforms in the context of regional economic development and to link them with the achievements expected in the national and regional strategic development plans.
II. STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK AND THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE
In order to structure the main topics discussed in the present paper, namely, regional development, national strategic planning, youth integration, VET and their interconnections, the first part of this chapter describes the legislative and strategic framework of these topics and identifies their positions in the hierarchically highest supranational and national-level long-term and medium-term planning document, as well as their sequent breakdown in more specific programmes of activities, while the second part of this chapter shows the results of academic research on the problem of implementation of innovation in relation to public policies.
Vocational education and training systems in the European Union started to gain their enhanced strategic recognition in late 2002 with the Copenhagen process or "The Copenhagen Declaration" [44] when it was recognized as a crucial and integral part of Lisbon strategy, notably in terms of promoting social inclusion, cohesion, mobility, employability and competitiveness, and the EU Member States decided on enhanced cooperation in vocational education and training. The Council of the EU after Copenhagen Declaration came up with the Resolution on the promotion of enhanced European cooperation in vocational education and training [44] . The resolution noted that the adaptability and employability of young people and adults, including older workers, depend strongly on access to high-quality initial education and training and the opportunity to update and acquire new skills throughout 10.7250/eb.2014.003
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working life, and that vocational education and training systems play a key role in providing competences and qualifications thus developing a knowledge-based Europe [2] .
Today the European Union's ten-year growth strategy "Europe 2020" is explored as the upper supranational long-term planning document. Since it represents the core values of the existence and the development of the European Union, which at a large scale has always been about cohesion, then the focus on regional development is visible in nearly every element of this strategic planning document and a number of policies, programmes and initiatives are set and planned to facilitate regional development in the EU in numerous and varied dimensions. As for vocational education and training, the Strategy expects the EU Member States to improve educational outcomes on a national level, addressing each segment, including VET, while the European Commission itself promises to give a strong impetus on the EU level to the strategic framework for cooperation in education and training involving all stakeholders thus reinforcing the attractiveness of vocational education and training [10] . As for integration and development of young people, the EU-2020 Strategy considers young people, their integration and their involvement as an essential part to achieve the goals of the Strategy and as a strong precondition for Europe`s future prosperity. The strongest focus on the young people of the EU-2020 Strategy is defined in one of its flagship initiatives -Youth on the Move [11] , which is the second supranational strategic planning document to be explored in this chapter. Although it primarily contains a number of policy initiatives for the development and involvement of young people, it is also connected to regional development through examining of how to support youth employment, educational opportunities and higher education infrastructure [24] . The development and integration of young people is mainly seen through facilitation of education, training and employment and providing adequate social safety in different paths of young people`s lives and their involvement [30] , as well as avoiding adoption of different approach based on gender [1] , different vocational education levels as well as payment systems [2] . As for vocational education and training, within the Youth on the Move initiative the European Commission is promoting apprenticeship-type vocational training and high quality traineeships as workplace learning experience thus building bridges to the labour market.
Another cross-dimensional aspect for interconnectivity of regional development and VET is defined in the following statement of the European Commission, "A new impetus for European cooperation in Vocational Education and Training to support the Europe 2020 strategy" [12] that promotes international cooperation in the area of VET, including Neighborhood and Enlargement countries where different approaches are applied [9] . This cooperation in its turn is linked to the potential to contribute to the extended transnational collaboration and regional development. This communication contributes to the Europe 2020 Strategy by reinforcing the attractiveness of vocational education and training making a distinction between initial and continuing vocational education and training, where initial (IVET) is to equip young learners with skills directly relevant to evolving labour markets [5] .
Also the Agenda for new skills and jobs [13] emphasizes the need to improve the attractiveness of initial vocational education and training and encourages employers to co-invest and participate in the activities of education, particularly in vocational education and training to facilitate the provision of work-based learning. Young people are targeted as one of the most vulnerable social groups for integration into the labour market that need specifically adopted targeted approaches, providing them with the possibilities to obtain "the right mix of skill". Regional development aspects are not specifically stressed in this Agenda, however, it highlights the necessity and effectiveness of partnerships, involvement, and co-operation also on the regional and interregional level.
One of the newest associated calls to action from the European Commission is "Working together for Europe's young people: A call to action on youth unemployment." [14] It contains country-specific recommendations for better employment, in particular that of young people. The European Commission has recommended to 16 Member States, including Latvia, to focus on reforming vocational and educational training programmes by increasing their labour market relevance through a stronger work-based learning component and accelerating the reform of apprenticeships with the help of the EU budget. Among other recommendations, the European Commission suggests Latvia to tackle long-term and youth unemployment by increasing coverage and effectiveness of active labour market policies, improve the employability of young people through a Youth Guarantee (European Youth Guarantee is a guarantee that ensures that every young person in Europe is offered a job, further education or work-focused training at the latest four months after leaving education or after becoming unemployed) [15] and implement reforms in the field of vocational education and training.
Another international contribution to facilitation of youth employment by enhancing vocational education and training is Framework of Actions on Youth Employment [17] established by European Social Partners [45] . This initiative also features the need of regional involvement and primarily highlights the challenges and the potential of young people integration into the labour market, in particular, promoting and identifying Social Partners' short-and long-term actions for the development and wider use of vocational education and training using also workbased learning models.
Also the EU Strategy for Youth, Strategic Framework for European cooperation in education and training and a number of other EU level strategic planning documents and programmes emphasizes the need, the role and the positive impact of vocational education and training on the overall development of welfare of the EU, including regional development, increase of competitiveness through targeted education and integration of young people into the labour market.
National Reform Programme of Latvia for Implementation of the "Europe 2020" Strategy can be considered as EU level strategic planning document mapping to the national level.
Within regional development dimension of the Programme, the main focus is given to regional mobility that is one of the measures for decreasing the risk of structural unemployment in Latvia as well as for strengthening the capacity of municipalities in attraction of companies and investments. The programme according to EU-2020 Strategy provisions focuses also on young people that are targeted as one of the most vulnerable social groups for integration into the labour market by introducing new measures targeted at young unemployed for a practical work trial and for voluntary work under active labour market policy measures, which are described further in this chapter. Structural changes in vocational education are planned by optimizing and differentiating the number and location of vocational education institutions in the regions (from 56 institutions in 2010 to 29 in 2015), thus developing materialtechnical supply of vocational education that conforms to the current requirements and improving the quality of vocational education. Strengthening the cooperation with social partners to improve and develop vocational education and thus ensuring the increase of the share of qualified labour are among the measures set in the Programme [37] .
On the national level in Latvia two main strategic planning documents -National Development Plan of Latvia 2014-2020 and Sustainable Development Strategy of Latvia until 2030 -are explored to identify further breakdown of the provisions set in the EU level strategic planning documents and as well as to identify national priorities regarding interconnectivity of regional development, youth involvement and vocational education and training. National Development Plan of Latvia 2014-2020 (NDP), which is hierarchically the highest nationallevel medium-term planning document and which is closely related to the Sustainable Development Strategy of Latvia until 2030 and the National Reform Programme for the Implementation of the EU-2020 Strategy, emphasizes the potential of regions, particularly in the sector of small and medium sized enterprises that provide jobs to the regional population. Youth employment and youth education are also among the strongest priorities of National Development Plan stating that compulsory secondary education, both general and vocational, is instrumental to achieving an "economic breakthrough" and a high standard of living in 2020. One of the goals of NDP is based on international trends and labour market projections to create an adaptive and competitive system of vocational education and to come to the ratio of students in general secondary education and vocational education programmes after completing elementary education to 50/50 by 2020, while in 2013 the ratio is around 60/40. Among the individual measures of NDP there are such activities as integration of young people into the labour market following the completion of vocational or higher education, including business start-ups, improvement of the infrastructure and facilities of vocational education institutions. At the same time NDP admits that intensive improvements to vocational education are needed, which creates employment opportunities and is important for enhancing the structure of the national economy. The improvement of the competencies of the teachers and work experience of advisers involved in vocational education in accordance with the trends of the labour market as well as the capacity building of vocational education institutions (including teachers) with respect to adult education is also anticipated in Latvian NDP [36] .
Similar to the EU Agenda for new skills and jobs on the EU level, the Sustainable Development Strategy of Latvia until 2030 (Latvia 2030) on the national level stresses the need for cooperation between education and regional entrepreneurshipeducational institutions in co-operation with regional entrepreneurs should be aware of local and global tendencies in the national economy in order to be able to foresee and offer such content and format of studies, which would promote regional development and the competitiveness of individuals and organizations in the economy of tomorrow. Latvia2030 also foresees the enlivening of the culture of lifelong education in the society that would increase the necessity and use of the possibilities for education and career-building throughout life, particularly for young persons. As for vocational education and training, Latvia 2030 identifies the existing and potential advantages of education system in Latvia, for instance, institutions of vocational education already have a good opportunity to develop training of adults as a stable action direction necessary for the society. Latvia has also the necessary potential to develop exportable creative industry on the basis of culture (festivals, movie production, computer games, music records, etc.), as well as to create design products with high added value. Having created a competitive offer of cultural and educational programmes in music, visual art, cinema, architecture, etc., Latvia has relatively good opportunities to export also vocational secondary and higher education in cultural and creative professions. The Strategy also stresses the need to increase the prestige of vocational education and training and to continuously improve skills and competences throughout the work life by adult education and education at work places [43] .
Active labour market policy measures (ALMPM) in Latvia within regional development dimension also focuses on the regional mobility of employees in order to tackle long-term unemployment in Latvia`s regions. As for young people, ALMPM shows several subsidized employment measures, positioning young unemployed as the vulnerable group of unemployed people, as well as special measures for youth that give young unemployed a possibility to gain working experience, undergoing an internship or applying for voluntary work, and helping young unemployed with low level of education or without any work experience to make a conscious decision about future education or job field by giving a possibility to try three different short-term vocational education fields. On a large scale of ALMPM, vocational education and training is being offered to unemployed that includes different training programmes (continuing vocational training to acquire vocational qualification, advanced vocational training to reach vocational proficiency, non-formal and on-the-job training) organized in co-operation with educational institutions and employers only for registered unemployed and job-seekers [35] .
Overall the strategic, legal and programming framework of vocational education and training in Latvia is well developed and goes strongly in line with provisions contained in the EU level planning document for development of vocational education and training, and in some cases may serve as a good case practice, still leaving space for further practical improvements and development, as well as challenges that Latvia is facing to increase the role and prestige of VET in the labour market. According to the study by Maliranta, M. et al. [31] , employability is a great challenge to the initial vocational education and training. The findings for local business conditions give support to the view that measures of education policy do not suffice but need to be complemented with those of regional or employment policy, for example, policies aiming to increase regional mobility of the labour force [26] . It is also visible that Latvia follows the trend showed by comparative studies, i.e., vocational trainings have tended to focus on initial training and to a lesser extent on continuing vocational education undertaken by employed workers. Insofar as preemployment education and training activities are addressed, the focus of enquiry has tended to be restricted to the schooling and training of young people and different aspects of their transition from education to employment [25] . The new approach of dual education has been developed. The unemployed have tended to receive less attention, yet in many countries training is an important component of active labour market policy and tends to account for the largest share of the overall state expenditure on activation measures [20] , the latter being also a challenge Latvia is trying to overcome.
However, in the context of the present paper the focus is on the integration of the issue of the employment of young people into the overall development activities at the regional level. This implies that also the local governments become an important stakeholder, which alongside (and in co-operation) with the local employers) are a key information source on the needs and priorities of that particular region. Being aware of the challenging nature of this task, which implies also the change of the existing attitudes and the introduction of innovative approaches to the current vocational education and training reform, our aim was both to study the relevant academic discourse and carry out a corresponding empirical study. In particular, we were focusing on the issues related to the workbased learning or dual training.
Dual or work-based approaches are viewed in academic discourse as a continuously developing approach (not only as such but also in relation to the present global and European economic downturn and the possibilities to offer solutions to this). Clearly, no system can stay intact, and it refers also to the traditional work-based approaches which undergo transformation and further development. It is claimed by Tynjala [46] that the increasing co-operation between the world of education and work will change the nature of learning in both contexts, regardless of the seemingly considerable differences between the two environments [20] . In the context of regional development the co-operation between the various actors is seen as an important pre-requisite for a successful economic development. It is becoming universally accepted that the number and types of involved parties is widening and increasing. Thus, Sotarauta [41] stresses that fragmented groups of actors are not in a position to influence the regional developments in a meaningful way, and only a coordinated 'pulling together' of actors, resources, competences, ideas and visions can create a new perception, also stressing the importance of awareness -not only the question what is to be done matters, but more importantly how and why it is to be done [21] . Various studies stress the local environments as the real sources of knowledge, expertise and potential solutions for successful and sustainable economic development regionally, also stressing the new role of local governments. Much depends on the open-mindedness and preparedness of local governments to accept innovation in vocational education and training and in local labour market development. Case studies have been presented on various innovative approaches as well, in attempt to address the issue of youth employment. For example, an innovative approach of travel (holidaymaking) with work-base destination has been presented and analyzed -emphasizing the benefits for both, the working travelers and the local (regional) economies [23] . It is suggested by authors that for sustainable regional development knowledge sharing is to be seen as an action of great potential both at individual and group level, including the development of social network platforms -in order to arrive jointly to innovative solutions by integrating a diversity of perspectives [27] including the development of vocational education networks. The authors increasingly tend to show the inherent importance of linking learning with action and stress the role of the mentoring process, thus securing a 'tool' for reflection, development, tackling change and giving the basis for the conversation with the mentor, which in its turn leads to reflection, learning and options for further action [29] . At the regional level the stakeholders involved will have to discover in mutual interaction what works and what action are needed, stressing that for sustainable regional development it is important to implement network learning among public, private and knowledge sectors [28] . This approach also lies at the basis of our empirical research, which is based on the study carried out by a group of researchers at Iecava Region of Latvia "Research of Needs of Iecava Municipality for Realisation of EU and other Financial Institutions Co-Financed Projects and Activities" [38] . During the study the role of local governments, entrepreneurs, educators and other stakeholders was analyzed from different perspectives including the role of coordinated local government activities with the local entrepreneurs in promoting and supporting innovative approaches in vocational education and training. The study was based on a pre-prepared and tested questionnaire. The present paper primarily focuses on the part of the study that concerns the opinions of local entrepreneurs in addressing the employment challenges of young people at local (regional) level. More details on the study and its relevant parts in the context of the present paper will be provided in the following chapters.
III. RESEARCH APPROACH
The main research methods used in the preparation of the paper have been statistical research methods, including quantitative and qualitative analyses, as well as other social research methods, such as literature review, content analysis, and logical-constructive analysis. For the implementation of the empirical research, a survey was conducted among entrepreneurs and other stakeholders in Iecava District in Latvia. The analysis of the opinions of the various target groups enabled to draw conclusions regarding the research problem based on which further practical recommendations for possible steps in policy making were prepared.
To carry out the empirical research on the above indicated issues, apart from the textual analysis (consisting of analysis of the current policy documents -reports by the European Commission, reports prepared by the OECD, the European Union strategic planning documents, case studies of national innovation and vocational training systems and other) and academic discourse regarding our research problem, an empirical study in the form of survey has been also carried out.
By means of empirical study the opinions of relevant stakeholders regarding the respective research problems have been analysed. For the implementation of the empirical study, a questionnaire was developed and entrepreneurs were asked relevant questions to evaluate the current situation and approaches regarding innovative solutions in vocational education and training, with an emphasis on work-based learning. For more detailed analysis of different approaches focus group discussions of municipality officials and other stakeholders were organized and the results were included in the paper.
Before the implementation of the survey, the questionnaire was tested among established professionals in the above mentioned fields. Evaluations had to be made on the scale 1-10, where 1: do not agree; 10: fully agree. Based on the material obtained by the questionnaire, the primary analysis of the opinions of various target groups has been conducted and the results compared.
Qualitative analysis has been complemented by quantitative analysis through applying the indicators of central tendency or location (arithmetic mean, mode, median), as well as indicators of variability (variance, standard deviation, standard error of mean, range, etc.). This has enabled us to draw conclusions regarding the research problem based on which further practical recommendations for possible steps in policy making could be prepared and taken.
IV. THE EMPIRICAL DATA ANALYSIS
In the empirical study, the focus of the research was on the analysis and comparison of the opinions of entrepreneurs regarding the introduction of innovative approaches in VET. The empirical data analyses were based on the results of the survey of entrepreneurs in Iecava District, Latvia. The questionnaire consisted of closed and open questions concerning the introduction of innovative approaches, e.g. work-based learning in the VET system in Latvia and potential challenges for such reforms. Most of the questions were stated to evaluate on the scale 1-10 (where 1 -do not agree; 10 -fully agree) to discover the attitude of respondents to the questions. Responses to several questions were very different -views of the entrepreneurs were different and in some cases covered the entire scale. Among the questions asked to the respondents were:
1) Do you agree that innovative approaches in the VET system in Latvia should be introduced in order to train competitive labour force? 2) Do you in principle support the introduction of workbased learning in the Latvian VET system? Please, comment. 3) Would you be prepared, within the range of your competence, to support the implementation of workbased learning projects? The main statistical indicators of the answers to those questions are presented in Table 1 . The results indicate that respondents had rather different opinions regarding the stated questions -most of the responses were evaluated with the highest grades. Comparatively less enthusiasm was expressed by the employers regarding their readiness to support the implementation of work-based learning in the region: arithmetic mean was only 4.63 points, half of the respondents evaluated it as less than 4.5, half -with more than 4.5 (indicated by median), most often the evaluation for this statement was 1. This indicates that not all employers are ready to accept implementation of vocational education activities in their company, but are willing to get well-trained labour force. The distribution of answers is represented in Figure 1 and shows that most of the entrepreneurs in general still support the introduction of work-based learning elements in the Latvian VET system. Responses of entrepreneurs have indicated that most of them are highly supportive to the implementation of dual education system, and they gave the highest evaluations or close to the highest evaluations. However, there were also the lowest evaluations given by 7% of the entrepreneurs and there was a comment that such system was not needed. Still the survey results have indicated that employers in general support the introduction of work-based learning which is indicated by very high evaluations: arithmetic mean 7.71, half of the respondents gave evaluation 8 or less, half of the employers gave evaluation 8 or higher (indicated by median), the most frequent evaluation regarding this statement was with the highest evaluation (indicated by mode). The survey results indicated that there are different levels of readiness of employers to implement or accept the dual education or elements of dual education.
V. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The content analysis and the empirical study allow drawing conclusions about the relatively high level of readiness, need and conceptual strategic support to carry out VET reforms in relation to innovative approaches and work-based training elements in the Latvian VET system. The national and the EU policy documents offer a clear strategic framework for addressing the issue of youth employment and suggest concrete measures for achieving the desired goals, also taking into consideration the still present global economic downturn and its consequences. The academic discourse has direct links to the policy discourse on the above mentioned issues, and alongside with the analysis of conceptual approaches offer relevant case studies regarding innovative approaches to vocational education and training in the context of local and regional development. In Latvia, the entrepreneurs locally are aware of the challenges and the needed solutions for addressing the (youth) employment issues, acknowledge the need for innovative solutions in vocational education and training to bring it closer to the actual labour market and generally are also prepared to render their support to the implementation of such innovative solutions (projects). However, part of the surveyed expert questions indicated the need for the implementation of work-based learning approaches in Latvia. These issues require further studies regarding the preparedness of Latvian employers and other stakeholders to implement work-based learning approaches, as well as a study on the particular reasons for potentially supporting or, alternatively, for questioning the importance of the introduction of these approaches.
Suggestions and recommendations for the introduction of work-based learning and its linkage to national and regional development have to be developed further by politicians and public administrators at the national and regional level. 
